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​Chapter 1 

Jen
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"As you can see, the male praying mantis sneaks from behind the female to copulate. During this twenty- four-hour copulation, if the female is malnourished or hungry, she will eat her mate during copulation or after." 

"What!" I look over at my best friend, Persha. We are two bong hits into our night, and the National Geographic channel has just explained, in graphic detail, why praying mantises are the true icons of ghosting. 

"Dude, can you imagine during sex, you think about a snack and decide you're going to eat your partner? That'snot a relationship issue, that's a catering problem! Youscroll through the mental menu of tonight's specials; rightat the top, 'Deluxe head of male' is a choice. No sides included." She starts laughing so hard she nearly drops the remote. 

My best friend, for many years, is about five feet five inches tall, with short brown hair, light brown eyes, and slightly tan skin from her Spanish side of the family. Persha is a very attractive woman who dates some of the most beautiful women I have seen. One thing about these individuals is that many exhibit eccentric or extreme behaviors. Her magnetism, combined with a unique way of expressing herself, captivates and attracts those who may already have a predisposition towards eccentricity. Manyeccentricities! Her head tilts to the side while we watch the female enjoy her meal. 

"At least they don't have those pesky break-ups. Instead of breaking up, you eat them." I need to evaluate my friends' stability. Not some. All. We look back at the TV. After the Praying Mantis’s dinner is finished, nothing but the 

​headless body is left like yesterday’s garbage. Thehomicidal cannibal walks away with nonchalant elegance. 

"I want a Whoper," I scowled and silently questioned my close friend. As the old saying goes, "Keep your friends close, but keep your psychos’ friends the closest." 

You never know when you'll need an alibi, a shovel, or someone who can Google "how to dissolve a skeleton" without flinching. Persha's out-of-the-blue hunger is less shocking than her snack choices—last week, she ate an entire sleeve of saltines and declared it gourmet. Still, thestatement can’t just be ignored. 

"Whew, thank god we are not having sex, and I'm not a Whoper. Dodge that bullet." We both laugh as the praying mantis cleans her long limbs. 

Clank. Boom! Silence. I don't want to know what'shapening in the other room. Whatever it is, it can't begood—especially knowing the only other person in the house is Mr. V, whose hobies include taxidermy, interpretive dance, and aparently, home demolition. Another interesting character who lives with me, and the only roommate who requires both a leash and an NDA. 

He is about six feet one with delicious caramel skin—like a human caramel macchiato with legs. Darkbrown eyes to die for, which, frankly, should come with a warning label. Symbol of intrigue and allure. And hung like a horse because he's Black—honestly, he could rent out space in his pants as Airbnb. Not to mention his aple bottom booty, which he loves to brag about whenever he squeezes into those jeans so tight, even his confidence gets a wedgie. 

​In a nutshell, this is his self-description—especiallywhen there’s a new male interest orbiting or he’s in the middle of his one-man ego parade. I’ll give him cute and fun, sure. Cute and balding, more like it. Seriously, if his hairline recedes any further, it’ll need a forwarding address. But don’t tell him that. The high-screech verbal offense he delivers could shatter glass—and probably already has, somewhere. 

"Hey, you two hookers, come here!" Mr. V yells from the other room, his voice echoing with the authority of a manwho once tried to unionize the neighborhood raccoons. Persha and I sluggishly move to the dining room, which sits between the living room, the kitchen, and—according to Mr. V—the Bermuda Triangle of lost pizza slices. 

"What up, Nancy?" Mr. V looks at Persha up and down. 

"No." 

"Whatcha got there, Mary?" I catcall beside her. 

"If I were your mama, I would have aborted you with a coathanger." The funny thing about that statement is that he knows my mom's name is Mary. And abort! At this age, it'sgoing to take more than a coat hanger and some Olympic- level gymnastics. Honestly, I might need a team of NASA engineers and a miracle from three different religions. 

"You wouldn't abort me. You wouldn't be able to brag to your friends about having an ass-hole baby." 

He looks at me up and down, cocking his lip. 

"Anyhow." He turns his attention to the whiteboard perched on an easel. Let me be clear: nothing good has ever started with a man and a whiteboard unless you count failed startups. At this point, I should shut up. I can't. Not only does he have a whiteboard, but he also drew pictures— detailed, colorful games, as if Pictionary and LSD had a baby. He’s poured more effort into these doodles than I put

​into my last relationship. I cock one brow. Why does he have a whiteboard? He’s a phlebotomist, not the host of a deranged TED Talk. 

"Have you been dating them so young that you need to draw pictures on a whiteboard to explain where things go, like some sort of adult-themed Dora the Explorer? This is your penis... next stop, Map!" I pointed my finger at the whiteboard. Mr. V holds onto the top, his head slumping down, shoulders shaking—he might be laughing, orpossibly reconsidering all his life choices. 

He slowly turns around, a big smile spreading across my face from ear to ear. It might be in his best interest not to say too much, considering Persha and I justfinished a bowl only moments ago. Our bloodshot eyes and blank stares scream "Weed Olympics bronze medalists." Atthis point, the only thing running through my head is a tumbleweed and maybe a faint echo of the Scooby-Dootheme song. 

"SSSSSHHHH!" He looks at us both, "I was upstairs, unamused, thanks to you two. You have responsibilities to entertain me. Judging from the bloodshot eyes and the fact that you’re watching the Nat Geo channel, you two are about as useful as a screen door on a submarine. In your current state, even the houseplants are more entertaining— and they’re on a strict photosynthesis schedule." 

We all lean over to see another female praying mantis finishing off a helpless, headless male—nothingsays romance like dinner and decapitation. "So, I took it upon myself to help you plan my night's entertainment. Tonight, here is the lineup." The funny thing about Mr. V isthat he’s always believed Persha and I are his personal cruise ship activity coordinators—minus the matching polo 

​shirts, plus a lot more sarcasm. We don’t, but we let him have his moments; it’s cheaper than therapy and comes with fewer side effects. He points a long stick at the board like a deranged magician about to pull a rabit out of a midlife crisis. He provokes more sarcasm, basicallyinviting us to roast him like we’re hosting a ComedyCentral special. 

I can't stop myself, "I'll be good, Daddy; pleasedon't spank me with your whiping stick. I'm a good girl." Icall out in a Southern accent. 

"I'm not. I need whipings, Papi." Persha turns and bends over, using her best Spanish accent. 

"I said SHUSH!" His whole-body tenses like he’s trying to pass a kidney stone made of rage. "Like I said, here is tonight’s lineup! First up: Bong Hit Bingo." He points at the name with the confidence of a man unveiling the newest iPhone. 

"Then Take A Shot, Twister, and Drunken Jinga." Becausenothing says "adulthood" like mixing hard liquor with questionable yoga and gravity. He pauses and surveys the bar, which is emptier than my fridge after a breakup— except for a bottle of cheap bourbon that’s so rough it should come with a warning from the Surgeon General and possibly a tetanus shot. 

The empty weed container on the coffee table now looks like the ghost of past bad decisions. "You damn Hookers!" he yells, sounding like a rejected contestant from RuPaul’s Drag Race. "And we have to go shoping because of you two unprepared, stingy bitches!" Honestly, at this point, his tirades are so regular they could be a podcast: 

"Adventures in Disapointment, starring Mr. V." We pay no mind to his speech about our foolish behavior. I havebigger problems—like deciding whether to brave a trip to 

​the store. So many decisions rush at me at once. Really, justtwo: drinks and party favors. Or, you know, a fireextinguisher for when Drunken Jinga inevitably turns into a demolition derby. 

I glance at the simple black-and-white clock on the wall. It's seven o'clock. I can stay up for four more hours and still get at least six hours of sleep, which is enough for me to function. Before bed, I take two aspirins, a vitaminB12, and drink plenty of water. No problem! This is my carefully crafted strategy. It gives me direction and ensures that I've considered all aspects. I turn to look at Persha; sheis still focused on the whiteboard. 

"I don't think we have enough weed. We just smoked the last bowl.” 

"That is what I just said!" Mr. V. squeals. "Are you even listening to me? 

"He is still talking, isn't he?" I shake my head, answeringPersha's question. “Okay, two stores it is. Mr. V. is

driving!" 

Persha cheered as she headed toward the door. Weknew our path wouldn't be easy in our current state, butwho would we be if we didn’t commit? Thirty minutes later, we arrived home. One good thing about living in a place nicknamed Dog Town is that you could walk down the street in a tutu and snorkel, and folks would just wave and ask if you need directions to the nearest pond. 

We carried beer, liquor, snacks, and other party favors inside like a parade made up entirely of questionable life choices. This even includes the obnoxious claping hands I insisted on bringing along, which I claped together in the store like an over-caffeinated seal trying to summon Poseidon. Without much delay, we kicked off the night with 

​the intention of entertaining Mr. V—who, frankly, could be entertained by a sock puppet if it had enough sass. 

Hours later, I shake the cocktail shaker, watchingthe ice bounce from the glass to the silver shaker as I blendthe concoction I just created. Three glasses sit on a darkwooden bar, and I start to think this might not be the best decision for a Thursday night. 

But in my tipsy state, I don't care. I'm doing my best to see straight, though the glasses are doing the conga line across the counter. With an unsteady hand, I pour the shaken drink into all three glasses—well, two and a half, ifwe're judging by liquid physics. The rest is a sacrifice to the sticky countertop gods. Two pairs of drunken, bloodshoteyes track my pour like they're Olympic judges at a veryniche sport. Extreme judgment! 

Our love-hate relationship feels like a perpetualpendulum powered by tequila, pettiness, and the mysterious energy of late-night infomercials. Right now, in my drunken stupor, it swings toward love: I adore them! Evenif they're giving me the same look a cat gives when you try to explain taxes. 

"So, bartender, what is this yellow shit called?" Mr. V holdsup a glass like I’ve just handed him a radioactive urine sample. 

"That's not shit, it's blueberry pancakes." 

Mr. V brings it closer to his face, squinting at the glass like it's a petri dish full of mutant bacteria. I half- expect him to don a hazmat suit. I laugh as he examines the contents with the seriousness of a man defusing a bomb— or at least trying to figure out if he's about to grow a thirdnostril. He sniffs it suspiciously, then pulls back, making a 

​face like he just smelled gym socks marinated in pickle juice. "If I start glowing in the dark after this, you're driving me to Area 51," he says, pausing for the biggest effect known to humankind. The silence is so dramatic, I halfexpect a tumbleweed to roll by or a drumroll to start up in the background. Even the goldfish in the tank looks nervous. 

"What kind of fucked up pancakes do you eat?" he asks, hesitating like someone about to lick a 9-volt battery on a dare. He takes a small drink, bracing himself for impact. 

"Blueberry." Juice sprays from his mouth, covering me in a sticky mess as he chokes and gasps for breath. I’m nowwearing Eau de Breakfast Surprise, the hottest new scent for people who want to smell like chaos and regret. At this point, I can only congratulate us on finishing three winter games together while he makes yet another mess of me—atthis rate, I’ll need a poncho and hazard pay. 

Looking down at the bar, I noticed he had my phone and was doing who knows what with it. I should snatch it from him, but the urge to grab it isn't there. 

"What are you doing?" BAM! Echoes off the bar like we’retraped in a live-action game of Whac-A-Mole. Pershashakes her hand in pain, wincing like she just tried to high- five a porcupine. I look back at Mr. V, who’s grinning like he just won the lottery, found a free donut, and got away with stealing the principal’s stapler—all while plotting something menacing. 

"Don't be taking any dick pics with my phone. Do you know how disturbing it is to be checking your grocery list and suddenly a rogue penis jumps out like a raccoon in a trash can? I’m just trying to buy eggs, not get traumatized! 

​And I don't need to see that much of you, Mr. V—not in HD, not in panoramic, not even as a Snapchat filter." 

I turned my attention to Persha. "What!" I think my eyes may have crossed a little. One moment, there was one of her, and the next, there were two—either she'smultiplying, or my liver just unlocked a new hallucination level. If she starts singing in harmony with herself, I'mleaving for an exorcism and a nap. 

"Do you know what time it is?" Her red eyes narrowed, anda wicked smile spread across her face, letting me know that I had stayed up past my well-planned bedtime. She was aware that I was going to go over the eleven o'clockdeadline. I glanced back at Mr. V as he slowly moved his hand away from my phone, looking as innocent as a raccoon caught raiding the trash. I quickly snatched it up before he could launch into his next act of villainy—maybehiding it in a potted plant or sending mysterious emoji texts to my boss. 

"Eleven thirty. I have time for one more drink before I go to bed." Whatever happened after that is fuzzy, and I blamethem entirely. 

"My chick bad, my chick hood...." Sing songs from my phone. "What the hell! Who changed my wake-up tone?" Igroan into the pillow, sounding like a hungover ghost with unresolved issues. Why, Mr. V., must you be so cruel? Honestly, I haven’t felt this betrayed since my Wi-Fi died during the season finale of my favorite football game. Asudden urge to smother him with a plastic bag—eco- friendly, obviously—makes my fingers twitch. 

I have a vague flashback of Mr. V hijacking my phone, giggling like a toddler on a sugar rush, mashing

​buttons, and unleashing a playlist of theme songs that could power a Saturday morning cartoon marathon. The worst part? We actually danced to those theme songs. Drunkenme thought doing the Cha-Cha Slide to "SpongeBobSquarePants" was peak adulthood. Maybe I need plastic bag treatment, an exorcism, and a note excusing me from all future dance floors. 

My mind is fuzzy this cold, early morning. Glimpses of last night's activities come to me like snipets of a film. I remember blacking out for a moment, shaking a drink, and pouring it into glasses—mostly in the glasses, anyway. There was laughter; I vaguely recall my phone resting on the dark wood bar, probably recording evidence for my future intervention. Now, a collage of flashbacks plays out in my mind, starring some of the most interesting drinks I will probably never make again, unless I open a barfor circus performers and mad scientists. 

"This is going to taste like blueberry pancakes!" Iannounce, brandishing the Pepermint Schnaps bottle like I’m about to perform a magic trick. I cringe at my drunk behavior—somewhere between a sitcom character and a cautionary tale. Flashes: Mr. V chatting up Persha while my phone lounges on the bar, then vanishes. Drinks are poured. Mr. V has the phone again, now stuffed down his pants like he’s smuggling secrets. Note to self: do not scroll through photos later. My eyes close, either from shame or impending blackout. 

A comforter surrounds me with its thick, fluffy, feather-soft cloud-like feel. I snuggle deeper into the darkness as sleep starts to take me. The sheets hug my body, begging me to go back to sleep. My eyes closed again with no intent to reopen. Jolting me awake like an unwanted earthquake in Los Angeles, my cell phone sings 

​once more, pisses me off to the point where my body goes into a full tantrum. "Whaaat? AAAAWWW! Got it! Yourchick is bad!" I call out in agony. With one swipe, the alarm is disabled for five more minutes. 

Again, I sink into my cozy bed, drifting toward sleep just before that song haunts me with its mischievous tune. Suddenly, I jolted upright. Winter has arrived! Through the window, the world is blanketed in white, and the city braces for six long months of snow. Every morning, this icy scene sparks the same debate: should I fake a cough and stay home? Thinking back on last night, I remember exactly why we are single. 

Staring up at the ceiling, I let the familiar ache settle in. I blew past eleven without a second thought. Now, apounding headache keeps me company, a relentlessreminder of every reckless choice I made long after I should have called it a night. Even the knowledge that tomorrow is a school day couldn't stop me from chasing laughter and drinks until I lost track of time—and myself. 

I hear the voice of drunk me preaching with gusto: "I'm already in it. I might as well keep going. What kind of responsible adult would I be if I didn’t go all the way?" (Spoiler: the kind who isn’t currently negotiating with their liver.) For one, a real adult wouldn’t be in pain and cursing the world because work exists. Two, they’d probably have a sensible bedtime and a hydration strategy. Third, I. Don’t.Learn. Not that this is my first time, nor will it be my last, treating a school night like an audition for a hangovercommercial. 

Thirty-four years in, and hangovers remain my unsolved mystery. I drag myself from bed, groaning like a creature in a nature documentary, and stagger toward the 

​shower, promising—yet again—to treat myself better, maybe next week. Descending the endless stairs of my three-story house (because aparently, misery loves altitude), I spot a suspicious mound on the couch. My heart skips. Did I adopt a stray dog, or did last night’s version of me invite in a raccoon? I squint through my foggy, bloodshot eyes and realize it’s only my soon-to-be ex. Theemergency shifts from wild animal rescue to the far more dangerous territory of awkward breakfast. 

The one man in my life I can do without at this crossroads of life. You know, the guy who only wants to 

'talk' when he’s drunk and mad—a true conversationalist if your idea of stimulating banter is being blamed for the extinction of the dinosaurs. Honestly, it’s a wonder why I drink. To make matters worse, he treats his nose hair like it’s a homegrown mustache—wild, untamed, and proudly on display, as if he’s in the running for “Best Facial Foliage” at a county fair. 

To make matters worse, last night he was sporting a cling-on booger on the edge of his nose—just hanging out, waving at me like it wanted to join the conversation. Icouldn’t look away; it felt like a tiny, snotty flag demanding my attention—and, frankly, it had more charisma than anything he said all night. 

My loyal accomplice in questionable life choices, Mr. V., doesn’t mention it either—probably because even he knows when to pick his battles. Meanwhile, my ex is treating us to another episode of “Why I’m the Victim: Extended Director ’s Cut.” At this point, I can’t tell if we’restoned or just in awe of how long it takes him to notice we’ve mentally checked out. The booger is still waving at us, desperate for a cameo or with the energy of a tiny, 

​snotty parade marshal—if parade marshals had absolutely no shame and a starring role in my nightmares. 

Honestly, we might go to hell for not warning him, but at this point, that booger is the evening’s mainentertainment—stealing the spotlight from every word coming out of his mouth. If they hand out Oscars for nasal performances, this thing is a shoo-in. I’m oddly grateful for it; at least one thing in this room has personality, ambition, and a sense of showmanship. 

There are moments when he tears up and calls me an unemotional bitch. Sometimes, that feels completely uncalled for. Why am I being labeled as unemotional? Whycan't I just be Jen? I don't ask him these questions, though. Isometimes have emotions, but if I prompt him to elaborate on his opinion, it only leads to more talking. Fewer words are better, especially this morning. My brain-baby is throwing a tantrum that would make a toddler jealous, and I want no part of the drama. My steps lurch from Fumbling Fanny to Tiptoe Ninja, sneaking to the bathroom like I’mtrying not to wake a sleeping bear—or my dignity. 

With great self-induced dread, I closed the door, embarking on my morning routine with all the courage of a soap opera heroine facing her darkest hour. My day began, as all great love stories do, with a long, dramatic pee and a shower hot enough to steam away my deepest regrets. While on the toilet, I discovered my eyes were watering— not just from relief, but from the raw emotion of surviving another night of questionable choices. 

I’m immediately faced with the first true heartbreak of the day: do I belch or throw up? Both options feel like emotional betrayal. I choose to ignore them, but deep down, I know these feelings will buble up again— 

​possibly at the worst time, like tears during a breakup at Applebee’s.

In the shower, I massage thick shampoo into my hair—because aparently, that’s the only volume I’ll get today. Even that didn’t calm the storms wrecking my brain. Washing my hair quickly devolved into temple rubing, which is probably the only spa treatment I can afford on a Tuesday. 

Ah, yes, nothing says ‘self-care’ quite like being serenaded by indoor plumbing and a roommate with the timing of a cartoon villain. Aparently, bathroom etiquette is just a suggestion in this house. To add a final flourish to my misery, they flush, sending scalding water through the pipes and onto my head like I’m the main act in a themepark’s Hot Water Torture Show. My body responds with tiny twitches of pain and anguish—a symphony of regret for ever believing in privacy. 

"That's fun! Why!" I yelled. No answer, of course. Not a 

'my bad. Not even a 'sorry'. Nothing! 

I moan like a porn star auditioning for an Oscar, except my only award is the scolding of my skin. Flashesfrom last night start playing in my brain like a badly edited highlight reel, each one screaming, “Here’s where you made a terrible decision!” The choice to entertain Mr. V.and play what I can only describe as the Olympic Trials for Bad Ideas now has me paying the price. 

First up: Drunken Jenga—a game that should come with a warning label and steel-toed boots. That explains the mysterious bruise blooming on the top of my foot. I’mpretty sure I lost both my dignity and my balance before the tower did. Next event: Take a Shot Twister. Because what’sbetter than contorting your body into impossible shapes, if

​not with a shot glass in hand? The pulled muscle on the inside of my right leg is now living rent-free in my brain— and my limp. At this point, it’s throwing wild parties, inviting over the charley horse from last summer, andleaving pizza boxes everywhere. I’m just along for the ride, hobling like someone auditioning for a zombie movie directed by slapstick comedians. 

And for the grand finale: Bong Hit Bingo. Miraculously, there were no injuries, unless you count laughing so hard I nearly choked as a near-deathexperience. Last night’s activities are just another sad reminder of my single status—three ridiculous games, twoequally questionable friends, and one lonely heart. It’sbasically math, but with more bruises and less romance. 

Minutes later, I finish with the shower and dress in a uniform consisting of a light blue tunic and black pants, courtesy of my job. I go to the kitchen and discover Mr. V.leaning against the counter with Little Twinkie Wonderful, which he found last night. At best, he might be twenty-onewith his blond hair, blue eyes, and girly baby face. It is precisely the way Mr. V. likes his toys. Slightly pale. Slightly dumb. The kind of guy who thinks "irony" is a brand of vitamin water. But hey, that’s exactly how Mr. V.likes his toys: slightly pale, slightly dumb, and preferably incapable of deep thought. 

Mr. V. runs his finger up and down my body with all the grace of a fashion critic at a yard sale. "UM. EW." Myuper lip curls in an unamused expression because, obviously, I woke up this morning just to be judged by someone who thinks Axe body spray is a personality trait. 

"EW? HMMM." I look beside him. This must be a test to see what type of mood I am in. If he offers me a juice box 

​and a sticker next, I’m leaving. Silence spills into the moment like gravy on ice cream—something nobody asked for and everybody regrets. It’s gross, it’s a mess, andhonestly, it’s the most excitement this kitchen has seen since the toaster tried to set itself free. 

"What is this, this, This?" I raise an eyebrow at his latest treasure from last night’s drunken safari. "I didn’t realizeelementary schools offer midnight speed-dating for grown men with questionable taste." I shoot the toy a look like it just told me it’s moving in. Behind Mr. V, the black coffee pot is full of my morning hapiness—at least one responsible adult lives here. Even more shocking, he’s put a cup out for me. Is this a trap? The coffee machine gurgles in satisfaction, like it knows I need a win. Now, if only I could get past Mr. V and Twinkie Boy, who are standing guard like caffeinated bouncers. 

Mr. V. cocks his head to the side with a well-knownlook I am familiar with. Here we go. I can see it all over his face. 

"Good morning, Ms. Drinky. Someone looks like they feel a little shitty this morning. What is going on with that hair? Is it performance art or just a cry for help? And that blue shit you call a shirt—did you win it in a carnival game or lose a bet? Go change." 

He pauses, grinning like he’s got a stand-up special tonight. "Was someone slightly drinky? Did you drink yourself into a special child case scenario for TV commercials? Or maybe a daytime drama for teens?" Hesmirks while I scramble to think of a comeback that won’tget me written out of his imaginary sitcom. "With the way you glammed up, I heard the white trash trailer park misses you, too. They’re probably raising a toast to your 

​memory—Natty Light and all!" he adds, clearly auditioning for ‘Roastmaster General of the Kitchen.’ 

"I hate you, but if you have to know, Mr. V., I have gone against my better judgment, and it's your fault. You should know. You were there... Well, until you adventured out to pick up your next victim. Did you get a two-for-one deal this time?" I took a sip of my coffee, which tasted tart— possibly a new flavor: Regret Roast. I handed it back to Mr. V for some creamer, hoping he’d add a sprinkle of remorse. 

"By the way, this morning I was jolted awake by a newfancy alarm clock that apparently thought it was auditioning for a horror movie. I felt slightly murderous— toward the alarm, not you, but don’t get too comfortable. As if that weren’t enough, I couldn’t wait to get up while experiencing the sweet agony of hell coursing through my body, causing me to convulse like a caffeinated honey badger." 

"You should have taken two aspirins and a B twelve before you went to bed last night. Wait—actually, none of this is my fault. You went to bed early and left me alone, which is practically asking for disaster. In fact, if you think about it, I’m the real victim here. Every bad decision I make today is on you. It’s basic science." I give him the most dramatic deadpan I can muster, then take another sip and hand it back for creamer, gesturing toward the coffee pot like a game show host revealing a grand prize. 

"Think I should drive if I still feel a little fuzzy?" 

"Yep." Poping the P and shaking my keys. “One of us has to be responsible... sometimes... and do the adult thing. So, congratulations! Today, you’re the lucky winner. Yourprize? Adulting—enjoy!" I snatch my keys out of his hand with the kind of speed that would make a ninja jealous. If

​there were an Olympic event for snatching keys, I’ddefinitely medal—probably bronze, but still. 

"It would be scary to watch you pay a bill. Bill collectors don't take under-the-table, mouth-open payments. Theyprefer checks, not interpretive dance routines." I am still unimpressed with him and my bad decisions; frankly, atthis point, my life choices could be sponsored by a questionable reality show. He turns towards his new toy for the day. He whispers in his ear. The toy giggles and adventures upstairs. 

He brings down another cup from the white cabinet above. "Want coffee to go, curter muffin?" he asks, grinning like a caffeinated gremlin. My head hurts like a marching band on parade, my dignity’s on life suport, andI don’t want to play this game anymore, but he keeps poking at my hangover like a kid poking a beehive. 

"Yes, please, and if you don't stop dicking with me this morning, I’ll have to start charging rent for all the space you take up in my patience." 

"Oh, bet your sweet ass there will be some dicking going on today. Boink! Boink!" He stops pouring, places the lid on the cup, turns around, and winks, "By any chance, doyou have lube?" My eyes lowered. 

"What..... I can't..... Fuck...." Quickly putting on my coat, I mumble something incoherent. I snatch the coffee cup off the counter and head towards the door. 

"Sooooo, no on the lube?" he calls out, because apparently, subtlety didn’t make it onto his vision board this year. 

"Use spit! You have a never-ending suply of it." I yellback, waking my ex. 

"Not true after last Taco Tuesday..." Slam! 

​Abruptly, I close the door when the cold air hits me in the face like an angry polar bear with a grudge. This is bullshit! Thanks to the cold, my so-called brain-baby is throwing a full-fledged tantrum again, kicking my brain like it’s trying out for the Steelers. Not that I don’t lovewinter—I do. Just not today. The bone-chilling cold makes me shake so hard I’m considering a second career as a paintmixer before I even reach my freezing car. 

If you don’t have auto start in Washington State, you do one of two things. First, you dream of getting an auto start and making life easier during winter. You imagine the luxury of pushing a button and waiting inside, sipingyour coffee like a Bond villain, while your car warms up. Second, you make desperate deals with deities you only vaguely remember from college philosophy, promise to donate to charity, floss daily, and finally read the terms and conditions—if your car just starts on the first try. Sometimes you even threaten to replace your car, but it knows you’re bluffing. 

I had two options: sit in the car and wait for it to warm up, or just go full penguin and suffer through the cold. Naturally, I chose the latter, because why make logical choices when you can challenge your survival instincts before sunrise? There I was, shaking so hard I nearlyknocked my own teeth loose, pondering how fifteen years in Spokane still wasn’t enough to teach me the value of auto-start. 

Note to self: get auto-start soon, or at least invest in a heated suit. After about ten minutes of impersonating a malfunctioning massage chair, the car finally warmed up, and my internal organs stoped shivering. I backed out of the driveway and began the noble commute to work, praying the aspirin and B 12 would start working soon— 

​because this morning’s headache came with its own mood swings and a talent for dramatic entrances. 

At a pause at the last stoplight before entering the highway, I take a big drink of my coffee for the first time, getting into the car. 

"No, No, NO, Hell no!" The burn. The tartness sends me on an emotional rollercoaster: sputtering, cussing, and head- pounding pain. There is no cream, no sugar—just black coffee, dark and bitter enough to qualify as an existential crisis in a cup. For a moment, I question every decision that led me here, including my life choices and, aparently, myability to check a cup before drinking. 

Texting: Me: "Mr. V., was there no creamer in the fridge this morning?" Bubles form as he types his message. Text:(At this point, I’m convinced the hazelnut creamer is a sentient being, hiding in the back of the fridge and plotting its next move. Maybe it’s holding out for a better cup of coffee than mine.) Mr. V: "Why yes, there is. Creamer is right here. You picked it up yesterday, sweetie." Picture of creamer. The lovely yellow label wrapped around a plasticbottle reads "Hazelnut." Yep, there it is. 

Text Me: "Did you forget how to pour it? Was there a mystery spout only a NASA engineer could decode? Didyou need a user manual, or maybe a YouTube tutorial on 

'How to Adult: Creamer Edition'? Are there no directions on the bottle for how to open, pour, or do anything inhibiting you from adding it to my coffee!?" 

Text Mr. V: "It's like you are trying to tell me something. Anyway, next time, you need to pick up Snicker's flavorcreamer. I'm not feeling hazelnutty today. Love, kisses, toddles, I have someone to do all day." 

​Taking (Honestly, if there was an Olympic sport for creative creamer excuses, Mr. V. would be a gold medalist. Maybe I should start a scoreboard on the fridge.) a deepbreath, I growled, "Dear Mother Ship, today would be an excellent day to abduct me. Like, honestly, beam me up right now—I promise I won’t even put up a fight. I’ll bring my own coffee, though it might be too bitter for interstellar standards." 

Making it through Spokane and Airway Heights, mycar navigates to one of several coffee shacks on the main road to the base. Washington is known for several things. Most importantly, coffee stands. No way was I going to survive this Friday without coffee. Take a happy sip of a quad-shot mocha; the sweet flavors create a blissfulwelcome, bringing a sense of peace that comforts me. Inperfect timing, I arrive at my destination with five minutes to spare—enough time to mentally rehearse my "I’m totallyawake and enthusiastic" face. 

With great dread, I brace myself to face the relentless badgering of people who treat every conversation like an Olympic event in Over-Explaining Their Needs. I'msummoning every ounce of my universal brain power of Ki, armed with a lack of care, a sprinkle of courtesy, and the faint hope that sarcasm counts as customer service. 

As a suply technician, I need to meet some demands daily and some that can wait. For fifteen years, Ihave worked in military hotels or lodging. The day-to-daybecomes something most could do in their sleep, withunique twists depending on upcoming VIP visits. Not to mention the colorful characters you meet along the way. Most of the time, there is rarely anything left to the imagination, and the stories others like to tell rarely shock me. 

​A cold walk through the front doors is a bit of fun every day—if your idea of fun involves testing your will to live before breakfast. Gold, red, and tan carpets with swirly patterns sweep down the hallway like a bad acid trip from the sixties (not that I’d know, but I’ve seen enough documentaries to be concerned). 

The walls are light beige, bravely accented by floral prints in light gray, as if someone wanted to remind us that even neutral colors can clash in spectacular fashion. Thedesigner was spot on with this travesty of a mistake; Iimagine they’re still out there somewhere, cackling. 

To complete the masterpiece, dark-wood furniture is randomly placed along the hallway, creating a lovelyzigzag obstacle course for anyone pushing carts or pulling luggage. It’s less “luxury hotel” and more “reality show elimination round.” It is one of the few hallways I avoid— unless I’m in the mood for an existential crisis at 8 a.m.

Opening the door to the stairs, I had to stop and shake my head. Before me stands a yellow locking metal gate at the entrance of downstairs—about knee-high, presumably designed to keep out toddlers, raccoons, oranyone with a respectable sense of dignity. I peek around the corner and lock eyes with the front desk clerk, silentlyquestioning whether I should attempt an Olympic hurdle or just surrender to the absurdity of adult life. 

"Why the hell is there a gate installed going downstairs to the bottom floor?" Albert, the tall, older salt and peper- haired man at the front desk, chuckles. 

"Well, Jen, it's pretty damn tricky going downstairs. Nowyou have time to prepare for it." My body shook as I 

​silently laughed. His witty way of explaining things makes me feel better. 

"Tell them not to forget about the top. Bye, Albert." 

Finally, I reached my office on the second floor. Slumping in my chair—my Olympic event for the day—Iturned on the computer and opened the email. The first email was from the manager about what I had done wrong. She'd ordered me to correct my mistake—surprise! Just the motivation I needed on a Friday morning. Judging from the receipt for potential pickup and payment she attached to the email, she’d taken the first step toward putting us in breach of contract. 

Clearly, she’s going for gold in the “Fastest to Escalate” competition. I kindly emailed her a response and CC’d Resource Management, which oversees spending, contracts, payment violations, and breaches. Becausenothing says "fun at work" like a good, old-fashioned CC. Some people collect stamps; I collect reply-Alls. 

I reread her email to make sure I wasn't mistakenabout what she had done, and yes, she did it. If there were an Olympic sport for jumping to conclusions, she’d bestanding on the podium waving a breach of contract in one hand and a payment violation in the other. 

Attached to the corresponding email I’m drafting is the contract company’s email notice from two weeks earlier. Batteries will be delayed for three weeks due to a backorder, shocking, I know, because aparently, batteriesdon’t just grow on trees (though wouldn’t that be nice?). They send their deepest apologies, along with a “Hang in There!” kitten poster. 

​Both correspondences are in black and white, flashing neon arrows at the obvious: she didn’t read about the shipment delay from the company or from me. At this point, I’m tempted to send her a “Plot Twist of the Year” trophy and a gift card for Reading Comprehension 101. With a wicked smile, I click the send icon—because who needs Netflix when you have email threads like these? 

Moments later, the phone rang abruptly after I sentthe email. Lo and behold, it’s Humpy Dumpty, themanager, resting uncomfortably atop her wall of managerial blunders. Knowing exactly what she wanted to discuss (spoiler: not my winning personality), I let the phone ring with the steely resolve of someone dodging a telemarketer. 

With all the subtlety of a ninja in orthopedic shoes, Ileft my desk, locked the door behind me, and made a swiftescape to the storeroom for an urgent inventory count— which, truth be told, could’ve waited until the next ice age. In reality, I was heroically leveling up in Candy Crush and catching up on text messages, because if you’re going to avoid a confrontation, you might as well do it productively. 

An hour and a half later, I'm back in my office feeling slightly normal as I finish the last drop of coffee. With a glance at the calendar to-do list, I confirm that most things can wait another day (or three—speaking frankly). Inventory sheets sit on a round dark wood table, silentlyjudging me for my procrastination. Instead of working, Itake up the noble art of car-counting at the stop sign, discovering that nothing says "living the dream" likewatching sedans, SUVs, and the occasional lost delivery van circle the block. I make it halfway through my twenties in car counts—by which I mean, I’ve counted at least twenty cars and begun questioning all my life choices— 

​when the shrill chime from my cell phone mercifully rescues me from existential boredom. 

Persha Text: "There is someone I want you to meet. I thinkI like her a lot. Duggies tonight?" Hapy face, beer emoji. Itaped my finger on the table. 

Me text: "Sure, why not?" Party face emoji. It's Friday, andI absolutely deserve to unwind—preferably with minimal adulting required. When I reflect on our daily routine at home, it feels like I’m stuck in a sitcom rerun: get up, go to work, come home, repeat until your soul develops a cravingfor novelty (or at least a new takeout menu). 

On weekends, we either go to the bar or stay in and drink with friends—because nothing says variety like swaping your barstool for the living room couch. Rightnow, I’m pretty sure my liver could use its own vacation, and my Fitbit is filing for unemployment. Clearly, alifestyle change is overdue. Suddenly, there’s a knock at the door, jolting me into the kind of frantic, fake-productivityscramble that would make even the laziest housecat proud. 

Sheets are spread across the table, and I use a calculator to calculate restocking numbers. Another folder is laid out, listing which spoilage items need to be added to the ongoing list. Yep, busy Girl here! Ms. Vacar walks in— the manager, and a force of nature in orthopedic shoes. Shestands about 5 feet tall and weighs around 250 pounds, buther presence is at least three times that. 

With short, brown-gray hair and a drab fifties-stylesweater stretched so tight it looks ready to declare independence, she completes the look with black stretchy slacks. Her face is a bright Washington aple red, as if she’sjust finished a speed-walking competition through a chilipepper farm. 

​"What was that email about this morning?" she demands, hands on her hips in a pose that says, "dictator chic." Withher full Napoleon syndrome attitude and a cherry-red, disgruntled face, she glares at me so intensely I half-expecther to start issuing marching orders or challenge me to a duel in the breakroom. 

“Oh, you mean the one where I heroically had to inform resource management that we were one AA battery away from a breach of contract—thanks to your battery-buyingspree with the commissary? I’m flattered you thought my signature was worth over a thousand dollars in Duracell’s,but unless we power a small lunar outpost, I’ll pass on funding Energizer Bunny’s retirement plan. Also, I’m notabout to play hide-and-seek with your paperwork blunder. Pro tip: before trying to do someone else’s job, it helps to know the rules of the game—or at least read the instruction manual. If you have any more issues with me, we can take it to Mr. Jones in CPO; he loves corporate drama almost as much as I love not paying for unnecessary batteries." 

She taps her foot on the ground with the force of a disgruntled sumo wrestler, staring daggers at me sharp enough to slice through office politics. I stared back, channeling the Zen of someone who’s seen one too many HR training videos. She spun around so quickly she almost walked straight into the door, which would’ve been poetic justice, but alas, the universe spared her. Sometimes, I trulyamaze myself with how swiftly I can recover from interactions with people whose business cards should read “Always Right (Even When Wrong).” There was no way she could fight her wrong in this—she retreated faster than I do when someone suggests a team-building exercise. 

​My thoughts often drift to my current life situation, and I realize I need a change, particularly regarding my job. However, I'm uncertain about what kind of change I wantor when it might hapen. Without most of my friends, mydays would feel mundane, often spent playing on my phone. 

Looking back, I enjoy spending time with Mr. Vand Persha. They have wildly different personalities but somehow blend together like dirt and water—messy, a littlequestionable, and surprisingly productive if you’re into mud pies. Persha is regularly attracted to women and dates them, treating both as limited-edition collectibles, whileMr. V prefers men and has explored more unknown holes than a championship golfer on a new course. 

Our conversations can take unexpected turns—oneminute we’re discussing philosophy, the next we’redebating the best flavor of lube (for science, obviously), and occasionally, we even talk about work. After reflecting on my daily responsibilities (and pretending at least half of them were urgent), I completed most of them before calling it a day. By four thirty, it was time for me to head home and ponder if tomorrow would bring actual productivity or just more questionable life choices. 

The morning drive usually takes about twenty to twenty-five minutes from base to home, depending on traffic. Afternoons can take anywhere from 30 to 40 minutes, depending on accidents or traffic. Once home, pregame starts at the bar in the dining room—becausenothing says "moving on" like mixing cocktails next to your soon-to-be ex, who’s desperately trying to play nice. He keeps glancing my way, probably wondering if my icy stare will shatter the glassware (spoiler: it might). We’restill in the fresh stages of separation, which basically means 

​we alternate between forced politeness and the emotional equivalent of a demolition derby. 

After last night’s drama, my version of "nice" isavailable only by special request and with a two-drinkminimum. He needed to be married on paper; I neededpeace and quiet, and a restraining order for his nonsense. Ifhe so much as hints at getting in my way tonight, he’ll get the look that says, "Try it, and I’ll change the Wi-Fipassword just out of spite." When he starts to ask where 

I’m going, he catches the warning glare and wisely backs off—maybe there’s hope for him yet. 

After taking a shot with Persha and Mr. V, plans for the night began. Thinking ahead, I showered first before the competition of the bathroom commencing. With five people living in the house, dibs on shower time feels like playing Russian roulette. The first one gets the hottest water. Supose you are the first one. How long they spent in the shower will determine how hot the water will be for the next person. Showering after me is not beneficial if you are in a hurry. The wait could be extensive. 

Several shots down, the three of us make our way to Duggies with three different intentions. For Mr. V, it was an oportunity to pick out the night’s fun time live sex toy and maybe win a trophy for Most Creative Use of Glitter. ForPersha, she was here to meet Ms. Wonderful (or at least Ms. Moderately Okay) for the next however long. As for me, I was here for the entertainment value of what could hapen, and, of course, the magical promise of free drinks. 

Entering the bar, a half-nude shot boy strutted by, sporting nothing more than a light blue thong and matching flip-flops—a bold fashion statement that screamed, “Laundry day is a state of mind.” I had to do a double-take, 

​then a triple-take, just to confirm my retinas hadn’t staged a walkout. But nope, my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me. Blue thong and flip-flops. Welcome to Thursday. 

Who was I to judge, especially with a package like that? The handsome man certainly had a noticeable bulge— one that could’ve earned its own zip code. Many, and I mean many, were openly checking it out, some pretending to look at the drink specials while their eyes drifted south. The debate was on: was it real, or was there a pair of rolled- up socks, maybe even a small woodland creature, hiding in there? If that thing is real, anyone brave (or foolish) enoughto venture down that path might need a doctor ’s note and a sturdy helmet! 

"I would like a shot from that on my knees, please." Mr. Vcommented behind me in my ear. 

"You and me both. Think the shot boy is a switcher or bats for one team only?" Cocking my eyebrow, I look down again. 

"Unquestionable! One team only, sweetie." Nearly every head in the place turned as he walked by, handing out Jello shots with the confidence of a runway model and the mischief of a fox in a henhouse. He winked at one table, air-kissed another, and managed to balance a tray of neon shots with the poise of someone who’d clearly practiced at home, possibly in front of a mirror. "Oh sweetie, he's cuteand my future husband." 

Mr. V, looking like a contestant on a high-stakesgame show, straightened his shirt, checked his hair in the reflection of a bar tap, and prepared himself. I watched as he launched into the game of cat and mouse, complete with dramatic gestures, the occasional, over-the-top wink, and a finger-gun so flamboyant it could have its own backup 

​dancers. At one point, he even pantomimed lassoing his target, as if auditioning for a soap opera about rodeo clowns in love. Aproaching the bar, my favorite bartender was working his little ass off, juggling glasses like a caffeinated octopus. 

It’s Hapy Hour! The bar is packed wall-to-wall, and the air hums with the collective thirst of a crowd that’sjust survived a Monday. Patrons wave cash and credit cards in the air, some practically doing semaphore with their hands, others trying to charm their way to the front with big tips and even bigger smiles. 

The bartender, a master of controlled chaos, ignoresthe frenzy, gliding from one customer to another as if he’sconducting a symphony of cocktails. He laughs, tosseswitty one-liners, and shakes drinks with a flair that makes Tom Cruise look like an amateur. Yet somehow, just like always, the moment he spots me, my drink is in my hand before I can even finish waving. I like to think it’s mydazzling personality, but it’s probably just my generous tiping history. 

"Get your blond sweet ass over her, Miss Lady. Corona? Orrr, want a shot from someone who is hung in the most delicious way." He shouts, licking his lips. Ander eyeballs the shot boy, causing several of us to look back. 

"Boing. Boing. Boing, Big Boy!" he yells, bouncing by with the pride of a parade float and the subtlety of a discoball at noon. Something about his only stitch of clothing caught my eye, and I squinted just in time to see a glint of sparkle. Upon closer inspection of the ever-sparkling T Back, I realized not only was he packing, but to my utter disbelief, his light blue thong had been painstakingly bedazzled with more gemstones than a drag queen's tiara. I

​suddenly felt underdressed—should I be bedazzled too? Maybe a little rub for luck, or at least some glitter socks. Straight or gay, he commanded full attention for his decorative member—like the Statue of Liberty if Lady Liberty had really let loose at a craft store. Every head, male or female, was swiveling in awe. 

"Corona, thank you, baby. It's been a loooong time for this girl." The bartender laughed, handed me the beer, andserved a few others as I walked away. 

While I hunted for Persha, the stage pulsed with energy as drag queens prepared for their moment in the spotlight. The air shimmered with anticipation, laughter, and music as I navigated the swirling crowd. Eventually, Ispotted Persha at the pool tables tucked away on the other side of the bar. 

She stood out with a mystery girl wraped in her arms, her voice carrying above the chatter as she joked with a circle of friends. The journey to them was a series of pauses—greetings, hugs, and quick exchanges with familiar faces. In a place like this, frequent visits turn you into a regular, blurring the lines between casual acquaintances, club friendships, and the ever-present possibilities of romance. 

The first interaction with the mystery woman was pleasant. She had an appealing face, with a sleek jaw and slightly oval, slanting blue eyes. Her dark brown hair was short and spiky. After finishing a pool game, Persha and I steped outside to smoke and escape the crowd. Soon, Ms. Wonderful joined us when Persha walked back inside, leaving her future, whatever it may hold—for me to explore. 

​"I really like Persha. She understands me." She breaks the silence. This was a loaded statement. I want to see how this is going to play out. I take a drag off my Marlboro Lite so I can give this some thought. 

"She is a good person. Just don't hurt her," I responded, flicking some ash on the ground. Inhaling profoundly and releasing my lungs full of smoke, nothing prepared me for the following comment. 

"She accepts me even though I have schizophrenia, and I think I am in love with her." Great. Voices! And an infatuation! Fucking Persha! Dammit! Nope! Squashingthis shit right now. 

"Look, I don't play around, so let me tell you a little secret." Taking another drag and preping myself for a manicmoment, "You better tell all your voices we are friends, or I will beat yours and their asses." 

She shot me with a surprise look and laughed, "I'mon meds. It's okay." Nope, this is not okay. In a quick turn, Iwent back inside to look for Persha. I'm going to murder her for leaving me with one of her eccentricities. Locatingher by the bar, she was standing next to a friend who had recently come out of the closet. 

Exploring her options, as many do, she is free with whatever. The chances of going home with someone are fifty-fifty. I conclude that Persha is interested in exploring those options with her and a plus-one. Only at the end of the night will we know what will hapen with the three of them. 

Right when I reached Persha, flashing lights began to dance around the club. She was all smiles and having a good time. "What did you think of her?" 

Snatching my beer from her hands, "Don't you ever introduce me to another one of your fucking crazies again!" 

​Clicking my bottle off hers, I shook my head. "CrazyBastards!" I say, grinning like we’ve just survived a realityshow challenge. She laughs—maybe at me, maybe at the chaos—and turns her attention to the stage, where a queenis about to lip-sync for her rent money. I try to look unfazed, but my dance moves have already been banned in three states. 

"She's taking her meds. You need to calm down." By the look on her face, she finds my reaction a little amusing. 

"You need to check your fucking tires in the morning," Ishoot back, channeling my inner responsible adult for the first (and probably last) time tonight. A wicked expression crosses her face. "You drove, not me." My brain stalls, mydignity deflates like a leaky air mattress, and all I canmanage is a dramatic mental “Fuck!” 

We spent the rest of the night dancing upstairs while enjoying the drag shows below. As the evening ended, thethree of us headed home together. There were no prospects for anyone to hook up, and a good night's sleep was much needed after what had occurred the night before. 

In the morning, curled on the couch like a humanburrito desperately avoiding sunlight, I hear footsteps clomping down the stairs with the dramatic flair of a soapopera entrance. Do I dare to look? I do, and instantly regret it. It’s Bedazzle—clothes still defying several laws of physics and personal space. Mr. V follows, looking like he just drank two espressos and a shot of optimism. Did I invite Bedazzle home? Or did he just materialize, like a sequined raccoon lured by the siren call of leftover pizza and questionable decisions? 

Mr. V walks him to the door with the solemnity of a realityTV finalist about to be eliminated. I’m frozen in shock, 

​watching like someone who’s accidentally tuned into a live- stream of their own bad decisions. They kiss softly— romantic, if you ignore the faint smell of tequila and glitter glue—before Bedazzle embarks on his ceremonial walk of shame down the sidewalk to his car, still sparkling enough to flag down low-flying aircraft. Once the door is closed and locked, Mr. V drops onto the black couch across the room with the exhaustion of a man who just survived a tornado made entirely of rhinestones. 

"I feel you staring." Mr. V is still scanning the TV. From the smirk on his face, I know he wants to look over. 

"I hope so because I am still staring." 

"Let me just get this over with." He looks at me, bracinghimself like he’s about to confess to a minor felony. “I gavehim my number. He texted me after we got home. I wasunsupervised when you two went to bed, so I invited him for entertainment value. Honestly, I figured if the night got any weirder, we’d end up on a ‘what NOT to do’ list for Airbnb guests.” 

"Yeah, I don't care about all those words that came out of your mouth." I lift my eyebrows, "Is he packing?" 

He looked at me, clutching his chest like he’d justwitnessed a soap opera betrayal. "Ms. Soon to be, whateveryour last is used to be, I don’t kiss and tell—unless there’sa group chat involved." 

"Pierson. And you fuck and tell. So, tell me, is he 

packing?" 

He rolls his eyes, "Girl, it was bad...... He pulls out a fake one." 

"No way, like stuffer from the porn shops?" 

"The exact one you find in the porn shop." He shakes his head, looking like someone who’s just realized their Uber Eats order went to the wrong address. For a moment, his

​bravado deflates. "I just pounded into him with a real one several times before I got bored and decided to retire my services for the night. Even my Fitbit was judging me." 

"I take it there will be no callbacks and a possible phone number blocking? At least you got your cookies." 

"All the above. I got worked up envisioning a magicalnight." 

"Can't say he didn't do a magic trick for you. Tada! Hemade your magical moment disapear with a fictitiouscock! Honestly, David Coperfield would be jealous. Nowyou see it, now you wish you hadn’t!" We both laugh, going over the night's events. 

Over the next week, life continued in its usual rhythm, with one notable exception: my ex. For reasons that still eluded me, they decided to throw a spontaneousparty on Tuesday night. There didn’t seem to be any occasion worth celebrating, just a gathering fueled by an abundance of drinks. As I lay in bed around midnight, thepulsating bass thumped through the walls, vibrating the house's very foundation. Frustration surged within me, reaching a boiling point. I forcefully threw off my covers, sliped into a robe, and stormed out of my room. 

When I reached the bottom landing, the scene was a chaotic blend of laughter and shouting; several partygoers turned toward me, their faces lit with mischief, shots raised in a toast. They erupted into cheers, their voices echoing in the dimly lit hallway, and, for a brief moment, all eyes were on me, the unexpected interruption to their festivities. 

"Wanna drenk." The ex-yells, slurring. If I could see my face right now, I imagine it would have turned fifty shades of red in two seconds. I yank the stereo cord out of the wall. 

​"No... What I would like is for you to shut this party down because I have work tomorrow." Shock spreads across his drunken face. Judging by the way his eyes are crossing, 

he's clearly wasted. 

“We are just having a little fun. I never get a chance to have fun anymore.” He slurs. 

"This is where you are completely wrong. You spend every day having fun. Your fun landed you a black eye, dumb ass. Now, keep the fucking music off and keep your voices down, please. I have to work, and I’m not in the mood for this." Funny thing, he actually listened. He looked at me like a dog being told to drop the tennis ball—eyes wide, tailmetaphorically between his legs. For a second, I thought he might protest, but instead he just nodded, lips pressed tight as if he was holding in the world's loudest comeback. Genuinely listened! Just the lovely sound of silence fills the house. A slam of the front door, and the party went elsewhere. 

Winter has passed, and spring is in the air. It’sMarch 2010, and my single life is starting to set in. A fewknocks on my door prompted me to ignore them; I'm notinterested in answering. I’m too preoccupied with thoughts about adjusting to this new phase of my life and just want to be left alone to figure out my next move. What I reallyneed is a break. Fortunately, I have a preplanned trip to Texas to visit my family in a couple of days. 

On Monday morning, a day before my flight, I leftmy office to focus on what needed to be accomplished as I walked to my GOV. 

"It's peanut butter jelly time." Thank you, Mr. V., for the new ringtone. Who would be calling this early in the morning? It can't possibly be Mr. V or Persha. It's too early. 

​When I read the caller ID, my face twists. Mr. V., it's sevenforty-five AM. Strange. 

"Well, good day, Mr. V. How are you doing on this fine morning?" In the best polite voice I could muster up. 

"Well, Jen. If you really must know. To my right is an unopened KFC molten lava cake on a nightstand— tempting me with more commitment than most of my exes. To my left is a Latin boy I met last night, still stealing the blanket like he pays rent. And now I am stuck in Medical Lake at a trailer park. So, I guess, okay. Come get me now." My brain wondered why he needed to tell me about an unopened lava cake. That type of information is irrelevant. I mean, congratulations on your saturated fat and questionable life choices, but I don't care about the cake or what—or who—he is sleeping with. 

"Do you honestly think I care about an unopened lava cake..... wait, did you say come get me 

The audacity of his demands takes hold of all thoughts. 

"Mr. V, some of us have to be responsible in life, likemaintaining a job for more than three weeks at a time. It'scalled being an adult. Have you heard of it, or is your only ID a frequent flyer card for bad decisions? Anyway, I willnot be coming to get you. I will not be helping you by going downtown to look for your self-respect, as you have dismissed and disrespected it again, and you have left your debit card at some random bar—probably right between your shame and your dignity. Call a yellow cab. Or a 

priest." 

Silence fell between us. "So, you're not coming to get me?" "No. Maybe Mr. Latin Lover has a broom you can ride since you love to play that part when you don't get your way. Or maybe he can lend you his emotional suport 

​maracas—shake them every time you need to feel dramatic." 

"You hateful bitch!" The line went dead. 

"That's what it rhymes with!" I cheered into a silent phone. I haven’t seen him for the rest of the day. 

In the morning, Mr. V. sent me to Texas with Snickers coffee. Needless to say, he found his way home just in time to take me to the airport. By Sunday's return, he picked me up on time—amazingly! 

On a crisp Monday morning, I received an invitation from a close friend to attend the retirement ceremony celebrating his transition from his civilian role. After two decades of dedicated service and a remarkablethirty years in civilian roles, he decided it was time to close that chapter of his life. As I steped into the red brick facility, which often hosted gatherings and base events, Ispotted Odell standing in the hallway, engrossed in a phoneconversation. 

I had encountered him a few times in passing, andeach interaction sparked a primal instinct within me that warned he was dangerous. Not dangerous in a physicalsense alone, but in a way that suggested if I were ever cornered by him in the shadows, all my aspirations of maintaining a virtuous image would evaporate in an instant. 

He possessed an aura that was both intriguing and intimidating. With the rugged apearance of a biker and features that suggested an island heritage, Odell exuded an appealing danger. His chiseled jawline accentuated his striking looks, making him an alluring figure, yet there was an unmistakable edge about him—a magnetic threat that kept me both fascinated and wary. In his presence, youcould feel the tension of unspoken possibilities hanging in 

​the air, making every encounter leave an indelible mark on my mind. 

His olive-tan skin, medium brown eyes, masculinegoatee, strong jawline, and muscular build make him undeniably attractive. My mouth waters whenever we'renear each other. This man could melt even the coldest ice. Before entering the main hall, I hugged him as a friend. 

Entering the hall, small groups of people chatted here and there as I stood to the side, observing the activity around me. This wasn't an event I would normally attend— unless forced at Nerf gunpoint—but I was here for Mr. Jones. A few minutes later, Odell approached me. "Nice to see you again," he said with a smile, revealing his prominent canine teeth. I wouldn’t mind him biting me in the most dominating way. If this were a vampire mixer, I’dbe signing up for a lifetime suply of bite marks and life- changing decisions. 

"Hey there, Odell." My heart sped up as I tried to play it off like he didn't affect me. 

"Sorry to hear about you and your husband separating." Frowning, my soon-to-be ex is not great about keeping his mouth shut, which, at this time, would be a great benefit if Odell were single. From what I know of him, he is hapily married, which means off limits. 

"It was just a matter of time, I guess. It's just part of life." Iexplained, shrugging it off. After a few minutes of awkward silence, he turns and looks at me. 

"I'm in the same boat. Carol and I are separated, and we'rein the middle of our divorce, but I'm alright." The record player screeched to a halt. I looked at him, slightlyconfused by his claim of being single. He repeated that he was alright several more times, but I could tell he wasn't, as

​the phrase seemed forced. His face had a sad expression; the separation had clearly taken a toll on him. We talked for a while before exchanging phone numbers. Thank God we didn't shake hands, or he would have felt how nervous I was just by my sweaty palms. Not too much longer after the exchange, I left. At least I made it through the ceremony. 

Pulling into the driveway, my heart is still pounding. I would love one night with Odell or maybe more. Before fishing the keys out of my purse, the phone beeps. It was Odell! Waiting a couple of minutes for my hands to stop shaking, I texted back, standing outside by the front door, sporting a big smile. The door flings open and startles me. 

"Judging by the smile on your face, you are up to some hookeries, Miss Lossy Juicy!" His voice carried across the porch like a carnival barker trying to sell me bad decisions and cotton candy. Wait, wow. No, he didn't say shit like that. For a second, I imagined him with a top hat and a striped blazer, twirling a cane, announcing my arrival like I was the main act in a circus of poor choices. 

"To be quite honest, Mr. V, I just met someone I aminterested in. And no, I didn't open my door for the first man that came knocking." Lord knows I would have if it were on the menu. 

He cocked a half smile, "Maybe you should have. Youknow, clean the cobwebs out of that old, dirty bush you have down there. Need razors, sweetie?" 

"Nope, I use the ones you have in the shower. FYI: Youneed a new one. The old one is starting to nick—either that or your receding hairline is contagious." I remark, lookingat his head. His face made a horrific
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